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“Reflections on a Stormy Voyage”
Acts 27

FCF:  Pride and presumption with knowledge
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) God’s sovereign control over all things
(magnet) grounds us with both comfort and courage in our service to Him.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

I realized something last week while away with my wife.  I know her.  I really do.  And I love her.  But I haven’t figured her out.  And I’d be a fool to think otherwise.
There are parallels in that to the Christian life.  I know my Lord.  I really do.  And I love Him.  But I haven’t figured Him out.  And I’d be a fool to think otherwise.  He can be known but not fully known.  He can be understood but not fully understood.  Or put it this way:  If you’ve never stood before God and felt afraid, you’ve never stood before God.  Such is His holiness.  If you’ve never stood before God and felt loved, you’ve never stood before God.  Such is His mercy.  But listen – if you’ve never stood before God and felt confused, here too you’ve never stood before God.  Such are the mysteries of His ways.  If the God you worship never confuses you, you’re worshipping an idol.
What, after all, do the Scriptures say?  (READ Ecclesiastes 11:5; Isaiah 55:8; Romans 11:33-34).  Here’s the deal.  He’s God and we’re not.  And that speaks to both the limits of our control and the limits of our understanding as well.  It’s why Martin Luther spoke of both the “revealed God” and the “hidden God.”  That’s who He is.  And so we’d better get used to it.  Where does that show up in Acts?  Let’s take a look.
SCRIPTURE READING:  Acts 27
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION – (Psalm 93)
SERMON INTRODUCTION:

Our older two children are studying Greek mythology, the saga of The Odyssey – Odysseus’ voyage home and his many trials.  One of which was the harrowing passage of water between Scylla and Charybdis.  Scylla was a horrible creature with six long necks, each with a head with three rows of teeth, with which she devoured any prey within reach.  She lived high in a cave on a cliff.  Across the strait was where Charybdis, the whirlpool, dwelt, sucking in and belching forth the waters of the sea three times daily, engulfing anything that came near.  When Odysseus passed between them, he was able to avoid Charybdis, but Scylla seized six men from the deck of his ship and ate them.
What – besides the commonalities of vessels at sea – does this have to do with Acts 27?  This is more than a myth or an allegorical tale.  It’s history.  But even more than that, these events were recorded that we might see something more of this God who is at work and who continues to commission, send, and equip His people even now.
Or, to put it another way, this was recorded that we might see in these real events something more of His ways, the limits of our understanding of His ways, and the need to humble ourselves before that hard fact.  There are extremes, you see, to be avoided – monsters on both sides of this narrow and harrowing passage.  On the one hand, focusing exclusively on divine sovereignty such that we say, “Let go and let God.  There’s no need to act, to initiate.  No place for prayer, for testifying to our faith, engaging in the means of grace.”  That’s one monster.  But then on the other side there’s the danger of focusing exclusively on human responsibility such that we say, “It’s all up to you.  Acquire your salvation.  Endure on your own.  You can do it.”  Both of those are monsters, extremes.
But there’s safe passage between them – holding firm to God’s sovereignty and our responsibility – a way that brings both comfort and courage in our service to Him.
I. DIVINE ASSURANCES

Think with me first as to the divine assurances that Paul had while in this storm.
A) Spoken Forth

1. By Jesus

They had been spoken forth back before he even left Caesarea in Acts 23 (READ Acts 23:11).  There was the sense of a “divine imperative” in Jesus’ words.  This was something sure, certain, and guaranteed because Jesus had said and would make it so.
2. By His angel

Then again, in the midst of this perilous voyage, in the midst of circumstances so distressing it must have given Paul cause to wonder if this could really be, the Lord sent an angel to him saying (READ Acts 27:24).  Again, Jesus had said and would make it so.
B) Carried Out

Then we see these words spoken forth carried out in some dramatic ways.
1. Through His creation

First, through the power of His creation – the winds.  It’s interesting when you look at verses 13 and 14 (READ Acts 27:13-14).  You almost get the feeling of their being lured out by this gentle wind only to be taken over by this horrendous storm – a storm that, in time and over quite some miles, gets Paul to exactly where the Lord wants him.
2. Through His creatures

And then, not only through His creation, but we see also the Lord bringing about these assurances through His creatures as well – the crew of this ship.  The decision made to try and reach Phoenix, the necessary precautions taken to preserve the ship as long as they could, the intervention of the centurion just when the soldiers wanted to kill the prisoners – all working together that Jesus’ words and the angel’s assurances might be fulfilled.
Application:

Ah, the comfort that can be found here!  The Lord’s dominion is a total dominion.  He rules as He chooses and carries out all that He wills.  And nothing in heaven above or earth below can stay His hand or thwart His plans.  Which is all the more sweet to our souls the more we see that His great desire, His unthwartable purpose, is to pour out His mercy and kindness upon us.  Think with me.  His plan is to work in and through you, to free you, and to love you.  And nothing of that design, of that purpose, can be stopped.
II. HUMAN RESPONSES

But here’s the question.  Does the reality of God’s assurances mean that we can then just sit back and “let it happen?”  Or, as John Piper whimsically put it, “Shall we goof off that grace may abound?”  Hardly.  God’s grace is anything but a disincentive for us.  Rightly understood, it is the greatest incentive we could possibly imagine.  Think with me as to what we see here in terms of Paul’s response to these assurances.
Paul has been assured that he would in time surely testify in Rome just as he had in Jerusalem, that he would stand before Caesar, that all those on board the ship would be spared.  What then does he do?  Does he then rest in these promises and do nothing?  No!  He rests in these promises and that then emboldens him to act!  Look with me.
A) Heartfelt Calls

We see three heartfelt calls from Paul, three bold declarations.
1. To take courage

First, we see a call to courage (READ Acts 27:21b-25).  This is not a petty “I told you so.”  This is “You heard what I said before.  Listen to me now.  And take heart.”
2. To stay together

That is the call to courage.  Then we see the call to stay together (READ Acts 27:29-32).  Two weeks in this storm has worn them down – and likely the ship as well.  They sense land.  They take soundings.  They attempt an escape.  But Paul intervenes – the promise of their being preserved together apparently presupposing that they would stay together.
3. To take food

Another bold call.  Then a third – to take food (READ Acts 27:33-34).  The mood has been too suspenseful.  Likely some are seasick and the stores are soaked.  They will need their strength.  One last meal is urged and taken.  And then the rest is thrown out.
God had a plan – an unshakable plan.  That plan then emboldened Paul to take certain steps along the way – these calls.  And that plan came to pass through these very calls.

B) Heartfelt Actions

But not just through these calls but through actions as well.
1. Taking courage

Paul urges them to “take heart.”  And he leads them in that.
2. Staying with them

He urges them to stay together.  And he does just that.
3. Taking food

He urges them to eat.  And who was the first to eat?  Paul was.
God had a plan – an unshakable plan.  And the plan came to pass through these calls and through these actions.  And, again, it was because of the unshakability of this plan that freed Paul to take the very steps that in turn we see were used for it all to come to pass.

Application:

There’s courage to be found under the sovereign hand of God.  And reason for action too.  Listen to these words.  Peter (READ 1 Peter 4:10-11).  Paul (READ 1 Corinthians 15:10; Philippians 2:12-13; Colossians 1:28-29).  Do you see the connection?

God’s sovereignty is precisely why we pray, why we testify of His grace to others, why we read His Word and gather to worship – because He is great enough to work through these things.  We rest in Him – the One who emboldens us to act.

CONCLUSION:

God’s sovereignty over all things is the source, the wellspring, the foundation, for our comfort and courage in service to Him.  His is the glory – holding these seemingly impossible things together in perfect tandem.  And we dare not let either go for the other.

 Both sides are true.  And both extremes are false.  We can’t say, “You have nothing to do with it” – as though there is no response called for on our part.  That would be to be robbed of the beauty and dignity of His treating us as persons, as free agents, as the bearers of His image He made us to be.  But nor can we say, “It’s all up to you” – as though God was not in control.  That would be to rob us of the comfort we should rightfully cling to.  For He is in control.  And that is our comfort and courage.

Either extreme is as much a monster as Scylla and Charybdis.  Yet neither are myths.  But there is safe passage found in between, with eyes upon both, recognizing the limits of our understanding are not the limits of His.  For He is God.  And we are not.

PROPOSITION:  (anchor) God’s sovereign control over all things

(magnet) grounds us with both comfort and courage in our service to Him.
